A book on western Canadian cultural practices would not be complete without a discussion of the exhibition The Spirit Sings. This exhibition grew out of the Glenbow's attempts to honour indigenous art at the time of the 1988 Olympics. What started as a project designed to bring pre-contact indigenous art to Canada and Calgary for public display became a major public relations nightmare. It also revealed how cultural institutions without political savvy might end up compromised by moneyed interests while waving flags of academic integrity and other equally good intentions. As Kaye notes in her final chapter, as a result of this: 'No longer is the museum a static and objective repository but a dynamic interpreter between cultures, with ongoing political responsibility to various stake holders within the community as well as an ongoing responsibility to objects, including those coming from the indigenous community.' (MARILYN This collection builds on a base of six papers that were delivered at the 1998 conference of the Australian Studies Association of North America. Seven of the eleven chapter authors or coauthors are based in Canada, including the editors who clearly worked hard to integrate the various studies. Unlike some volumes that follow from conference proceedings, this book is far more than a bundle of disparate papers held together by binding. Instead, it coheres well as a series of intriguing studies of two Westminsterstyle democracies, in large part because chapter authors speak directly to each other. Again to the editors' credit, they have included a detailed index.
The backgrounds and interests of the coeditors reveal a great deal about the core focus. The writing skills and knowledge of diplomatic history of Margaret MacMillan, author of the widely acclaimed Paris 1919, are often in evidence. Her particular interest in the period surrounding the First World War is complemented by Francine McKenzie's grounding in the interwar years. Taken together, their joint introduction and individual opening chapters on these two periods set the stage for the rest of the book.
Describing Australia and Canada as 'linked by a shared past and by a common set of values,' the editors emphasize the two countries' imperial and Commonwealth connections, their role as middle powers on the international scene, and their early efforts to sort out relations with fading (UK) and rising (US) world hegemons. Initially, according to MacMillan and McKenzie, Australia appeared more hesitant than Canada to reject older ties to the British Empire, and to embrace the nascent American power. The collection provokes many such questions, each of which points towards fundamental similarities between Canada and Australia that strike even the most cursory observer. These parallels are on full display, alongside interesting variations, in chapters by Peter Russell on indigenous peoples, David MacKenzie on aviation policies, Wayne Reynolds on the politics of the atomic bomb, Frank Cain on Soviet defectors, and Galen Perras, Christopher Waters, Ann Capling and Kim Nossal, and Andrew Cooper on varied aspects of bilateral relations. For students of comparative politics, the Russell chapter is especially useful because it reviews the history of relations between states and Aboriginal interests in both countries, including at the judicial level, and addresses the recent interventions of the UN in this area.
Many of the public policy and diplomacy chapters detail how representatives of each country competed from time to time for UN Security Council seats, or for visibility and influence in other international forums. Yet the 'few warm feelings' these elites may have felt for each other (in Perras's words) seemed to result from intensive jockeying for position by roughly similar equals. In a larger global context, and away from specific diplomatic skirmishes waged by people who were paid to promote one country or the other, Canada and Australia come across as far from estranged.
In fact, one possible title for a future comparative study appears in Francine McKenzie's account of efforts by Australian lawyers during the 1930s to describe relations among 'Britain and Australia and the other white dominions.' Their conclusion? These countries 'were not foreign to each other.'
In the twenty-first century, Canada and Australia both grapple with multiple challenges to traditional hierarchies, including those that privilege whiteness and empire. Early in her study of modernist representations of eating, mealtimes, and the socio-cultural semiotics of 'dinner,' Diane McGee cites Roland Barthes's claim that 'One could say that an entire "world" (social environment) is present in and signified by food'; food, Barthes argues, is 'a system of communication, a body of images, a protocol of usages, situations, and behavior.' McGee's book then goes on to delineate a number of instances in early twentieth-century literature where meals not only intersect with and perform discursive protocol and etiquette, but also illuminate class structures, propriety, ritual, and codes of desire. For her principal sites of inquiry she turns to Edith Wharton, Katherine Mansfield, Kate Chopin, and Virginia Woolf, while we also find brief but telling examples from figures including Nella Larsen, Gertrude Stein, and Isak Dinesen.
McGee's inquiry reveals wide-ranging interests, with one of her most provocative threads centring on her examination of the ways eating, socialization, and discourse have been conjoined at least since the Greek symposium. As she phrases it in a chapter devoted to 'Edith Wharton and the Dinner Tables of Old New York,' 'the mouth is not only used to ingest food: speaking is, arguably, a more important part of dinner than eating.' Meals, that is, signify in large part through language, even though their ostensible function as nourishment or social event may appear to be beyond the strict purview of the linguistically discursive. McGee's diversity of approaches from the literary, to the historical, the anthropological, and the sociological is indeed one of the most exciting aspects of this study. In her first chapter she stresses an anthropological interest in the material culture of food; in her second she chronicles the historical rise of etiquette manuals, cookbooks, cooking schools, and nutritional 'science'; and in her third chapter, in turning to Edith Wharton, she emphasizes a more explicitly literary focus that will engage her for the rest of the project. McGee's book takes up important questions in the still-burgeoning interdisciplinary fields of literary studies and food culture, nevertheless she sometimes tantalizes us with the promise of more analysis than she delivers.
What is missing throughout McGee's study is an adequate theorization of her key terms. As late as chapter 6, she notes that eating and social conventions around mealtimes are both channels and metaphors for larger issues of 'desire' and 'community,' though we never hear exactly how
